
"St. George is not going to
get their pipeline": Some look
to Utah amid Colorado River
cuts

Cuts to Colorado River apportionments announced Monday
by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation triggered a new flood of
protests against St. George's Lake Powell Pipeline project, the
largest proposed diversion of additional water from this river
that serves the needs of 40 million people throughout the
West.

"St. George is not going to get their pipeline," said Robin
Silver, a founder of the Center for Biological Diversity and a
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former Phoenix emergency-room physician, in a press
conference hosted by environmental groups on Monday
afternoon following the one held by the Bureau of
Reclamation. "Whether they're listening or not, they're going
to have no choice. But it'd be nice if they were listening so we
could all figure out how to get out of this fix."

The Lake Powell Pipeline is the Washington County Water
Conservancy District's (WCWCD) solution to the current rate
of population growth outpacing its estimation of the local
water supply. The project, which has been pursued by the
state since the 1990s, would transport up to 28 billion gallons
of water per year — enough to support around
150,000 households — from the Colorado River at Lake
Powell 140 miles through the desert in a buried pipeline to
Sand Hollow Reservoir for use by future St. George residents.

Read our investigation:Survey results: How Washington
County residents feel about the Lake Powell Pipeline

Despite the long history of the project and the $40 million the
state of Utah has already spent on feasibility and
environmental studies for it, however, the current
megadrought has created a region-wide political climate
where additional diversions from the Colorado River are
becoming increasingly controversial.
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Last fall, the six other western states that rely on water from
the Colorado River sent a letter to the secretary of the interior
asking that federal approval of the project be delayed. Then,
last month, a coalition of environmental groups gathered on
the Hoover Dam to protest all new projects diverting water
from the already drought-stricken Colorado River.

More:Six other Colorado River states send warning to Interior
over Utah's Lake Powell Pipeline

Nevertheless, state water managers maintain that Utah has
the right to build the pipeline. Zach Renstrom, WCWCD's
General Manager, has repeatedly expressed confidence to
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The Spectrum & Daily News that the project will not be held
up by legal issues. According to the WCWCD and the Utah
Division of Water Resources' website, Utah is entitled to "23%
of 7.5 million acre-feet of the water appropriated to the Upper
Basin states," which is more than the state currently
withdraws from the Colorado River. 

Others interpret this law to mean 23% of the available upper
basin flow, however, which would amount to a smaller volume
from today's depleted waterway.

Either way, the announcement today that states in the
Colorado River's lower basin will have to cut back on their
current water use in 2022 may make it more difficult for Utah
to move forward on plans to withdraw more.

Results of the Bureau's 24-month study released Monday
project that Lake Mead will be at 1,065.85 feet above sea
level on January 1, 2022, which is 9 feet below the Lower
Basin shortage determination trigger of 1,075 feet. This level
mandates a shift to Level 1 Shortage operations for the first
time since the Hoover Dam was built.

What this means is that, in the year 2022, Arizona will have to
use 18% less water from Lake Mead, Nevada will have to cut
use by 7% and Mexico will receive 8% less water from the
Colorado River.
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More:Opposition to Lake Powell Pipeline heats up as activists
call for a federal investigation

The Bureau did not dictate specific current or future
reductions of use from Lake Powell, but noted that the
projected January 1, 2022 reservoir level of just 45 feet above
the minimum level required for hydropower production
stipulates that "Lake Powell will operate in the Mid-Elevation
Release Tier in water year 2022...without the potential for a
mid-year adjustment in April 2022."

Washington County's Lake Powell Pipeline project was not
specifically mentioned during Monday's press conference
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held by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation regarding these 2022
changes to Colorado River reservoir operating conditions. But
in the follow-up press conference hosted by the Utah Rivers
Council and the Great Basin Water Network, among other
environmental groups, the Lake Powell Pipeline was a
central discussion topic.

"Things like the Lake Powell Pipeline make no sense," said JB
Hamby, Director of California's Imperial Irrigation District.
"Things like continued sprawl, demands for new sources of
water being taken from this declining stream, which is the
Colorado River, do not make sense when we're dealing with
what could be potentially catastrophic at a point where you
physically cannot pull water out of either Lake Powell or Lake
Mead."

Zach Frankel, the Executive Director of the Utah Rivers
Council who was part of the protest against new diversions
atop Hoover Dam last month, then doubled down on calling
for a "moratorium on all new water diversions from the
Colorado River, especially the Lake Powell Pipeline." He also
criticized the overall lack of federal leadership in formulating a
plan for actually reversing drought and other impacts of
climate change on western waterways, rather than the U.S
Bureau of Reclamation just dictating reservoir apportionment
restrictions.

"The Bureau needs to stop approving new projects like the

https://www.iid.com/about-iid


Lake Powell Pipeline," Frankel said. "There is no climate plan
for the Colorado River. There's just the federal government
and the states watching the levels drop."

Joan Meiners is the Environment Reporter for The Spectrum
& Daily News through the Report for America initiative by
The Ground Truth Project. Support her work by donating to
these non-profit programs today. Follow Joan on Twitter at
@beecycles or email her at jmeiners@thespectrum.com.
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